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Frequently Asked Questions about  
Municipal Stormwater Permits 
  from Ecology’s  Water Quality Program  

Q:  Why and how is Ecology regulating municipal stormwater? 

A:  Stormwater is the water that runs off surfaces such as rooftops, paved streets, highways, and 
parking lots. As stormwater runs off these surfaces, it picks up pollution such as oil, fertilizers, 
pesticides, pet waste, and trash. Stormwater usually runs untreated into lakes, streams, rivers, and 
bays.  

In 1987, Congress changed the Clean Water Act to include stormwater discharges in the National 
Pollutant Discharge Elimination System (NPDES) permit program. The Environmental 
Protection Agency (EPA) developed rules to implement the new stormwater requirements in two 
phases called Phase I and Phase II. Ecology implements these stormwater rules through 
municipal stormwater permits. Ecology is in the process of reissuing the Phase I permit for 
jurisdictions serving over 100,000 people. In 1999, EPA issued the Phase II stormwater permit 
regulations to cover stormwater discharges in urbanized areas that serve smaller populations. For 
the first time, Ecology is issuing Phase II permits. There are separate Phase II permits for Eastern 
and Western Washington.  

Q:  What is a municipal separate storm sewer system (MS4)? 

A:  It is a conveyance or system of conveyances (includes roads with drainage systems, 
municipal streets, catch basins, curbs, gutters, ditches, human-made channels, or storm drains) 
that is: 

• Owned or operated by a public entity such as a city, town, county, or special district 
established by the state, 

• Designed or used for collecting and conveying stormwater, 
• NOT a combined sewer, and 
• NOT part of a Publicly Owned Treatment Works. 

Q:  Who needs a municipal stormwater permit? 

A:  The Phase I permit will cover the cities of Seattle and Tacoma and King, Pierce, 
Snohomish, and Clark counties. 

Phase II requires permits for cities and counties in urbanized areas of Washington and cities 
with populations over 10,000 outside of these areas. Washington has 13 census-defined urban 
areas. The proposed draft Phase II permits will cover approximately 100 additional 
municipalities (cities and counties) across Washington. 



 

EPA rules also require permits for public districts that own or operate a separate storm sewer seystem in Phase I 
and Phase II areas. Examples of these districts are ports, diking and drainage districts, public universities, flood 
control districts, prison complexes, and parks and recreation districts. These districts are also called secondary 
permittees. Ecology will host two workshops for these districts (see last page for details). 

A separate general permit will cover the Washington State Department of Transportation. 

Q:  What do the municipal stormwater permits require? 

A:  For both Phase I and Phase II jurisdictions, the EPA rules require operators of municipal separate storm 
sewer systems (MS4s) to develop and implement a stormwater management program that: 

• Reduces the discharge of pollutants to the “maximum extent practicable.” 
• Protects water quality. 
• Satisfies appropriate requirements of the Clean Water Act. 
 

A stormwater management program involves planning, public education and involvement, illicit discharge 
detection programs, and passing appropriate ordinances to reduce stormwater pollution. 

Q:  When will the permits be available? 

A:  Ecology will issue formal drafts of the Phase I permit and both Phase II permits for public comment on 
February 15. Comments will be taken from February 15 to May 19, 2006. Ecology plans to issue the final 
permits in the fall of 2006. 

Q:  Is there a fee associated with these permits? 

A:  Yes, by state law Ecology is required to collect permit fees to support the NPDES permit program. The 
permit fees for cities and counties covered under the permits are based on the number of housing units in the 
covered area.  The permit fees for cities and counties range from $750 to more than $30,000 per year. The 
permit fee for secondary permittees such as ports, public universities, and diking and drainage districts is $1500 
per year. Ecology bills for permit fees only after the final permit is effective. For more information on permit 
fees, contact Bev Poston at 360-407-6425 or bpos461@ecy.wa.gov. 

Q:  What resources are available for developing a stormwater management program? 

A:  Ecology has links to training programs, toolboxes, model programs, workshops, and other resources on its 
web page. The address is:  

http://www.ecy.wa.gov/programs/wq/stormwater/municipal/resources_municipalities.html. 

Q:  Is there a public process for deciding what goes into the stormwater permits? 

A:  Yes. Ecology used advisory committees to form the preliminary draft permits, which went out for public 
comment in summer and fall 2005. Several workshops were held throughout Washington on the preliminary 
drafts. Ecology then revised the permits based on these comments and is seeking formal public comment from 
February to May 2006. During the public comment period, Ecology will hold workshops and hearings on the 
draft permits (see the list below for locations and times). The permits will be final in the fall of 2006. 



If you need this information in an alternate format, please call the Program Development Services Section Secretary at 
360-407-6401. If you are a person with a speech or hearing impairment, call 711 for relay service, or 800-833-6388 for 
TTY. 

 

Phase I and Phase II Western Washington Workshops 

Date and Time Location  

Friday, March 31, 2006 
10 am -3 pm 

Mount Vernon Skagit PUD #1; 1415 Freeway Drive 

Tuesday, April 4, 2006 
10 am – 3 pm 

Tacoma Pierce County Library Administrative Center 
3005 112 St E 

Tuesday, April 11, 2006 
10 am – 3 pm Vancouver Water Resources Education Center 

4600 SE Columbia Way 

Tuesday, April 18, 2006  
10 am – 3 pm 

Bellevue Lewis Creek Park Visitor Center 
5808 Lakemont Blvd 

Phase II Eastern Washington Workshops 

Wednesday, April 5, 2006 
1 pm - 5 pm 

Kennewick Benton County PUD; 2721 West 10th Avenue 

Thursday April 13, 2006 
1 pm - 5 pm 

Spokane Spokane Public Health; Rm 140 
1101 West College Ave 

Districts (Secondary Permittees) Workshops 

Tuesday, March 14, 2006 
1 - 5 pm 

Ellensburg Hal Holmes Center; 209 North Ruby Street 

Tuesday, March 28, 2006 
1 pm - 5 pm 

Lacey Lacey Community Center; 6729 Pacific Ave. SE 

Public Hearings 

Tuesday, April 25, 2006 
2 pm 

Ellensburg Hal Holmes Center; 209 North Ruby Street 

Tuesday, May 2, 2006 
2 pm 

Tacoma Pierce County Library Administrative Center 
3005 112 St E 

 

More information on this topic can be accessed through Ecology’s Web site.  The address is: 
http://www.ecy.wa.gov/programs/wq/stormwater/municipal/index.html. 
 


